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While there are some real cultural differences between Korean merchants and African American residents, it is questionable whether these differences are the root of the problem.3
Whereas community leaders emphasize culture and the media focus on race, scholars have stressed the importance of structural forces in race relationsfor instance, the commercial role of minority middlemen.4 Korean merchants, when they operate outlets that serve as the intermediary between a local population and individuals in economic and political power, play a role similar to that of other ethnic minorities in third-world colonies. Middleman theory orients us to the conflict-ridden relationships between customers and merchants of different ethnic backgrounds. Although the middleman minority concept is a useful starting point for understanding the role of Korean merchants, the situation is far more complex.
The emergence of conflict among nonwhite minority groups has been explained as the direct consequence of increasing immigration and major changes in the social, economic, and demographic structure of American society that place minority groups in competition for scarce and valuable resources (Johnson and Oliver 1989). Although economics may be at the base of potential conflicts, the problems between Korean merchants and black buyers are also social, because these roles are strongly defined along racial-ethnic lines (Ong et al. 1994 ). This conflict is further heightened by racially based and racially distinct perceptions and misperceptions (Stewart 1991), and by sharp cultural and linguistic differences, which produce a gulf of misunderstanding.
Black Race has shaped and been shaped by U.S. politics (Omi and Winant 1986). But the changes in south central Los Angeles have occurred in the context of postcivil-rights racial politics. Although race continues to be important in America, racial oppression has declined over the last half-century. However, this waning of oppression is not a linear, irreversible process (Espiritu and Ong 1994:297). In fact, with the restructuring of the global order and the recurring economic crises in the United States, racially motivated state policies and hate crimes are once again on the rise. In the 1980s the Reagan administration attempted to reverse the political gains of the 1960s racial minority movements. The current attack on affirmative action has had effects in south central Los Angeles.
Disinvestment has occurred not only in the private sector but also in the public sector.8 Under successive Republican administrations, the federal and state governments withdrew funds for communitybased organizations, thus undermining key institutions in the community. As in many other inner-city communities throughout the nation, the state abandoned the War on Poverty in South Central long before poverty was eliminated. Racial inequality is routinely played out in judicial sentencing, usually in favor of whites against blacks. Blacks know well that whites who kill blacks get less rigorous sentences than blacks who kill blacks, and they know that blacks who kill whites get the most stringent sentences. Given this racialized formula, black community members could see that storekeeper Du got judicial treatment as a white because she killed a black. They could also see that she would have been sentenced as a black had she dared to kill a white. An African American male, a 26-year-old United Parcel Service carrier, explained: The role of race is high. The tensions have always been there and the last straw has broken the camel's back. The judge was unfair. A black postal carrier received six months in jail for beating a dog, but this woman receives probation for killing a human. The police and government officials have a code among themselves: Cover each other's ass. They avoid accountability and do not like to take responsibility for their actions. I do not trust cops.
These comments contrast with Korean merchants' evaluation of the role of race. Several of them indicated that race was not a real factor in a situation between a shopkeeper and a customer, and they felt that the media had injected race into a situation where it was not relevant. A 52-year-old grocery market owner and former pharmacist in Korea, Mr. Kim, maintains:
This Du Soon Ja incident has nothing to do with race. This is not so much a racial confrontation but rather a problem between merchants and customers. I see cultural differences as contributing to similar conflicts. I find fault with the American media. They kept spreading a message along racial lines and exaggerated the incident in order to satisfy themselves, which is often their job. It is like doctors who keep warning you that you are ill. That shooting occurred as they were overworked and under lots of stress. They might be too tired to control themselves even over very trivial things. Like other Korean immigrant families, Mr. Du relied upon family labor, especially his wife, Du Soon Ja. I find it problematic to rely on family labor heavily. You might save some money on wages, but you do not realize that family members force themselves to work beyond their capability. I know it from my own experience with running a drugstore in Korea. That's why I do not allow my wife to work here. Mr. Du used to be in full feather, and always went to the bank and took part in other activities in the Korean community. Therefore, it was always Mrs. Du who ran the store. They own another store. In this context, I really want fellow Koreans to reflect on the way they operate their stores. Even a small store should hire at least part-time local help, if possible African Americans, instead of just exploiting family labor.
Another grocer, Mrs. Song, feels overwhelmed by difficulties in running a small business in a poor urban neighborhood. Nonetheless, she tells us that the dominant society, through mass media, can amplify interracial tension in a shopkeeper's store by focusing on shootings and boycotts involving Korean merchants and black customers: Even this morning a customer threatened us, mentioning a possible boycott. I am very scared. I do not want to cause trouble. If they do damage to goods, it is hard for me to be pleasant toward them. We try to treat and serve our customers, but sometimes they just expect us to serve them better. However, too much has been reported, and the media aggravated the whole matter. 
Racial and Cultural Discourses
Through their assumptions and ongoing constructions of race and culture, blacks, Koreans, and white institutions interpret black-Korean conflict in different ways. Blacks attribute problems to racist exploitation and discrimination, Koreans focus on business practices and communication, and the white establishment reflects the biases of capitalism (property owners over customers) and a white-Asian-black racial hierarchy.
Meanwhile, the media-led discourse portrays black-Korean conflict as a racial confrontation yet describes the details largely in terms of cultural differences, seldom mentioning the lack of public policy that deals with urban problems such as racism and poverty. Whether the media blame it on race or culture, their coverage is ahistorical. They further racialize black-Korean tension by conveying black intolerance of Koreans, which fuels Korean merchants' perspectives. At the same time they contribute to Koreans' negative portrayal of African Americans through stereotypical images of blacks. They reify and misrepresent the nature of interethnic tension by ignoring the historically situated social process that lies behind it.
The mass-media portrayal is interpreted differently by Koreans and blacks. In the view of many Korean Americans, the media's frequent showing of the videotape of the Harlins killing and the constant refrain of "the Korean-born grocer killing a black teenager" sowed the seeds of social conflict. They wondered whether there was a conspiracy among the white-dominated media to pit one ethnic group against another and then sit back and watch them destroy one another. For many African American viewers, the same videotape reminded them that the criminal justice system is grossly unjust to the black community. Indeed, in the Harlins-Du case, the judiciary system applied a racialized formula. As a consequence, blackKorean tension was more drastically intensified by state intervention than by the actions of blacks or Koreans.
In addition to the white media and judiciary, educational institutions also construct an exclusionary public sphere. Here, Korean merchants lack an understanding of the alienation of African Americans from public education. Although Korean merchants have become skeptical of the way the media handle blackKorean conflict, they have not expanded this insight into an understanding of the judiciary or educational system. Nor do they seem to understand the structural linkage between white media, the court system, and educational institutions.
State agents, .such as Judge Karlin in the HarlinsDu case, are major players in the development of racial tension. As David Goldberg (1993:11) argues, the state plays the role of articulating, legitimating, elaborating, and transforming racialized expression and racist exclusion, and in rendering them acceptable. One result is that racial discourse has been confused with and replaced by cultural discourses. Here it is important to note the emergence of a new definition of race, replacing old concepts based on biology:
Race is coded as culture, what has been called "the new racism," making no reference to claims of biology or superiority ... [this is] a style of cultural self-construction that is not just nostalgic but future oriented, not simply static but transformative, concerned not only with similarity and continuity but also with difference and rupture. [Goldberg 1993:73] Since neither blacks or Koreans want to be criticized for racial bigotry, they attribute their conflicts to cultural differences. Korean community leaders can ignore their own responsibility by emphasizing the right to private property. African American community leaders can ignore broader issues by emphasizing maltreatment by Korean merchants.
Anthropological conceptualizations of culture give insufficient attention to problems of power and social conflict (Wolf 1982). My interviewees' cultural conception is along the line of Gramsci's proposition that "cultural processes unfold within a sharply divided society, a hierarchy of class domination backed by political power. Culture becomes part of the process of domination" (Alexander and Seidman 1990:6).
Rudeness, lack of smiles, and other bad manners of Korean merchants have been explained as cultural baggage from Korea. Do Koreans have such elements in their culture? Let us take the example of the smile. All of my Korean merchant interviewees worked 7 days a week and often 16 hours a day-112 hours per week. Some said, "We are too tired to smile and be nice to our customers." Nonetheless, smiling must be studied in relation to the gender, class, and historical backgrounds of Koreans. For instance, if a woman is from the countryside, she tends not to smile in encounters with strangers. Given the fact that most new immigrants are from the cities and have professional backgrounds, this argument cannot be applied. I contend that if they ran businesses in middle-or upperincome neighborhoods in America, they might smile lest they be treated badly by affluent white customers. But most likely they do not smile in ghettos.
Koreans value themselves and explain their successes in terms of having "more culture" (family unity, ethnic solidarity, education) than blacks. Blacks also present Koreans as having more culture than themselves. Nevertheless, as Eric Wolf (1994:7) reminds us, culture is changing and manifold, not a fixed and unitary entity. As in the case of black-Korean conflict, cultural differentiation produces a politics of meaning. Though there is some grudging respect, there is also the implication that people with strange rituals and unknown Asian beliefs are in some sense not like "us" Americans. 
